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Executive summary 

The Master Plumbers and Gasfitters Association of WA (MPGA) and its members appreciate 
the opportunity to comment on the consultation paper that the Building Commission has 
circulated. 
 
Although we agree with most of the statement of the problem, we disagree with the 
proposition that the requirement for all plumbing work to be undertaken by a licensed 
plumber may be making the problem worse. 
 
MPGA is totally opposed to the three options presented in the paper for the following 
reasons, which we explain in detail in this response;  

 A high standard is essential in remote communities 
 The risk of deepening the ‘second-class citizen’ mindset 
 Practical realities related to community populations 
 The potential for confusion about training requirements 
 A precedent for the weakening of plumbing regulations 
 Compliance costs 
 Lack of cost-benefit analysis 
 Knowing how to fix ‘basic’ problems is not enough 

In addition, the consultation paper has been written as if acceptance of the Building 
Commission’s ideas is a foregone conclusion and we are just discussing the finer points for 
implementation. MPGA believes this is an inappropriate approach that discourages genuine 
discussion.  
 
We propose an alternative solution that involves apprenticeships for young people from 
Aboriginal communities. They would gain valuable skills that would lead to employment, and 
have the opportunity to become role models and help lift up their communities. 
 
A similar scheme is the highly successful Indigenous Apprenticeship Scheme at NUDJ 
Plumbing, which provides services to remote communities around Broome and the 
Kimberley region. 
 
Our response also outlines some precedents for investing in infrastructure and health in 
remote Aboriginal communities and includes feedback from our members that provides 
further support for our opposition to the options in the consultation paper. 
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Industry’s issues with the statement of the problem 

We agree, in broad terms, with most of the statement of the problem on page 3 of the 
consultation paper. 

In addition, we strongly believe remote Aboriginal communities have a right to excellent 
plumbing infrastructure and plumbing services. Plumbing is the basis of good health and 
important for all people in Western Australia regardless of location or socio-economic status. 
 
Where we disagree with the consultation paper’s statement of the problem is in the last 
paragraph, which says the requirement “that all plumbing work must be undertaken by a 
licensed plumber at all times and in all circumstances may actually be making the problem 
worse by delaying the provision of plumbing maintenance”. 
 
For reasons outlined in the next section, we believe the options the consultation paper 
proposes would have a negative impact that would far outweigh any disadvantages of the 
current system.  

Opposition to the solution proposed in the 
consultation paper 

The consultation paper explains why the Building Commission of WA has been looking at 
options for allowing people who aren’t fully qualified plumbers and gasfitters to perform 
‘basic plumbing work’ at these communities. 
 
The option currently favoured by the Building Commission is “to implement a new class of 
restricted licence or permit to enable appropriately trained non-plumbers to perform basic 
plumbing repair work.”  
 
The consultation paper (on page 2) lists three possible ways to implement this option: 
 

 A restricted licence/permit scheme that enables trained non-plumbers to carry out 
certain basic plumbing tasks in remote Aboriginal communities.  

 A business licence scheme for ‘service providers to remote communities’ that 
enables such businesses to employ or engage appropriately trained persons to 
perform certain basic plumbing tasks.  

 A scheme that consists of a combination of both occupational licences/permits and 
business licences.  

Regardless of how this may be achieved, we are strongly opposed for the following reasons. 

A high standard is essential in remote communities 

The stated aim (on page 2 of the consultation paper) of the proposed options is “to reduce 
the incidence of ongoing negative health outcomes”. We believe all of the options would 
have the opposite effect – an increased risk of negative health outcomes.  
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The demanding conditions in remote communities mean their plumbing – especially for 
drainage and blockage-related problems – actually needs a higher standard of maintenance 
than the equivalent plumbing in towns and metropolitan areas. 
 
Any lowering of standards will be at the risk of creating ongoing problems worse than those 
currently experienced. It is important to remember that a seemingly insignificant action by 
one person can have a drastic and far-reaching effect on the health of an entire community.  

The risk of deepening the ‘second-class citizen’ mindset 

People in remote communities are already disadvantaged in many areas including 
education, housing and health.  
 
Any system, however well intentioned, that allows them to have a lower level of plumbing 
service than the rest of the Australian population would reinforce the notion that they are 
‘second-class citizens’. 
 
The solution we are proposing (see Industry’s proposed solution) will give Aboriginal youth 
pathway to become qualified plumbers to provide real and sustainable opportunities both 
economically and socially, whilst exhibiting cultural awareness and respect. 

Practical realities related to community populations 

A high proportion of the populations in the communities are transient. If there plumbing 
problems and the person with the proposed restricted permit is absent, there is a very high 
risk another person with little knowledge and no training will ‘have a go’ at fixing them. This 
is unacceptable. 

The potential for confusion about training requirements 

The consultation paper includes a matrix of training units and the plumbing work that people 
who have completed them would be able to perform. 
 
We believe there are so many variables in the matrix that it would cause confusion. With the 
best of intentions, some people would perform work in good faith without the correct training. 
Also, in a similar way to our point above about practical realities, it is likely that people who 
have had some training will decide to ‘have a go’ at fixing plumbing problems they know their 
training hasn’t covered.  

A precedent for the weakening of plumbing regulations 

We believe a weakening of plumbing regulations to allow anyone other than licensed 
plumbers to carry out plumbing work in remote communities would create a precedent for 
the rest of Western Australia, with the potential for catastrophic public health consequences.  
 
In addition to this, we believe the floodgates would open for other groups to obtain restricted 
permits for other areas of our trade. The inevitable consequence would be further depletion 
of regulatory strength. 
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Compliance costs 

All three approaches to implementing the proposed solution would require a new compliance 
regime. This may be more expensive than the current system.  
 
The consultation paper suggests (on page 8) the ‘Restricted Plumbing Permit’ would require 
the permit holder to keep a register of work performed and submit this register to the 
Plumbers Licensing Board every month.  
 
With regard to the ‘Service Provider’ approach, the consultation paper suggests (on page 9) 
it may require a process for ensuring providers engage only suitably qualified people who 
are properly supervised and perform their work according to plumbing standards. 
 
For both the ‘Restricted Plumbing Permit’ and the ‘Service Provider’ approach, the 
consultation paper says it may be necessary for a licensed plumber to inspect the work and 
rectify any non-compliant work. 
 
We believe the development and implementation of these compliance requirements is highly 
likely to be cost-ineffective and impractical. 

Lack of cost-benefit analysis 

In addition to our comments above about compliance costs, we note the lack of any cost-
benefit analysis. There are risks associated with having plumbing work done by people 
without fully trained plumbers, and there is no evidence to prove that the supposed benefits 
would outweigh the risks. 
 
For this reason alone, the proposal to introduce a restricted plumbing licence or permit is 
seriously flawed and its implementation would be a poor policy decision. 

Knowing how to fix ‘basic’ problems is not enough 

The well-known saying “A little knowledge is a dangerous thing” is very appropriate in 
relation to this proposal.  
 
Fully trained plumbers know more than how to do repairs: they understand how plumbing 
systems work, correctly diagnose problems and understand the risks they involve. Although 
a partially trained person may be able to perform repairs or replacements, they will not have 
the knowledge to appreciate fully the complexities of the problem at hand, why it occurred or 
the effect that their work will have on the system. 
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Industry’s proposed solution 

Rather than creating lower standards for plumbing work in remote communities, we propose 
an alternative solution that would make the services of licensed plumbers more readily 
available.  
 
We propose an apprentice training scheme for young people from remote Aboriginal 
communities. Every year, a number of apprentices, sponsored by the Western Australian 
plumbing industry could begin an apprenticeship and work for host employers in regional 
centres.  
 
MPGA has the resources to coordinate such a scheme and can provide training through 
MPA Skills, which is a Group Training Organisation and Registered Training Organisation 
that employs over 300 plumbing and painting apprentices and provides training to 
approximately 60 per cent of metropolitan plumbing apprentices.  
 
An apprentice training scheme would create opportunities for young people to learn valuable 
skills and provide them with employment opportunities. They would be able to work in their 
local communities, become role models and mentors, and help to create a positive cultural 
change. 
 
Training in plumbing skills would also become a way of ‘building up’ Aboriginal communities. 
This would have an important long-term social benefit: if communities become more viable, 
they are less likely to be ‘shut down’ with the inevitable consequences of distress and 
disruption to both their populations and the populations of regional towns into which they 
move. 
 
An example of a similar scheme is the Indigenous Apprenticeship Scheme at NUDJ 
Plumbing, which is the result of collaboration by Nirrumbuk Aboriginal Corporation, 
Jarlmadangah Burru Aboriginal Corporation, Cooke & Dowsett Pty Ltd and the Victorian 
Plumbers Union.  
 
NUDJ Plumbing provides services to remote communities around Broome and the Kimberley 
region.  
 
The mission of NUDJ is to realise the potential of Australian Aboriginal youth by providing 
plumbing training, mentoring and employment that will deliver real community benefits to the 
Aboriginal communities and regions throughout Australia through improved sanitation and 
water supply. 
 
Senator Mark Bishop has recognised NUDJ Plumbing in a speech in parliament. He said 
they have "developed a model which shows a clear way forward in tackling disadvantage in 
remote communities. They have provided opportunities for young people to learn new skills 
and to benefit from the dignity that is inherent in ongoing work, to say nothing of the 
improvements to their communities, which will have an enduring impact on their families, 
friends and homes”. 
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Precedents for investing in remote Aboriginal 
community infrastructure 

Aboriginal Health 

The website of Aboriginal Health http://www.aboriginal.health.wa.gov.au/home/ makes the 
following statement: 
 
“Aboriginal Health, a statewide office within WA Health, is responsible for facilitating a 
collaborative and coordinated approach within WA Health’s public health system to improve 
health outcomes for all Aboriginal people living in Western Australia. Aboriginal Health is 
principally positioned to provide high level strategic leadership including advice for matters 
which directly and indirectly impact health outcomes.” 
 
We agree with the public health goals in this statement and want to deliver to these 
communities the best possible services to protect their health and welfare. 

 “Aboriginal people make up 3.8 per cent of the Western Australian population, and yet have 
the greatest health needs of any group in the State.” 

This statement provides further strength for the argument in favour of providing remote 
Aboriginal communities with fully qualified plumbers rather than a quick fix that will provide 
no benefits and will probably be detrimental to Aboriginal people. 

The East Kimberley Development Package 

The East Kimberley Development Package (www.regional.gov.au/regional/ona/ekdp.aspx) 
launched in July 2009 was a $195M Commonwealth Government initiative focused on 
delivering a broad range of improvements to make the region a better place to live. More 
than a quarter of these funds ($54.6M) were invested in health infrastructure projects 
designed to increase capacity and improve services – especially those to treat chronic 
diseases and support preventable disease.. 
 
The East Kimberley Development Package saw: 

 $20.5 million for the Kununurra Primary Health Centre, the first integrated primary 
healthcare facility in rural Western Australia. Completed in 2012, the project created 
new clinic rooms and office space for a range of specialist and outpatient services as 
well as refurbishing other facilities. 

 More accommodation options for staff in Kununurra and Kalumburu, along with a 
short-stay option for patients visiting Kununurra for health reasons. 

 A $3.9 million project to improve waste, sewer and water systems in remote 
communities, helping to decrease the risk of water-borne disease. 

 Almost $7 million in upgrades and refurbishments to existing facilities in Wyndham. 
 Remote community infrastructure including a Home and Community Care Centre and 

Clinic. 
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The Remote Aboriginal Health Clinics Project 

WA Health conducts the Remote Aboriginal Health Clinics project. Their website 
http://getthebiggerpicture.health.wa.gov.au/North-West/Remote-Aboriginal-Health-Clinics 
says: 
 
“The Remote Aboriginal Health Clinics project represents an investment of $22.2 million in 
facilities for some of WA’s most isolated communities in the Kimberley. 
 
Five remote clinics at Bayulu, Mulan, Biluna, Noonkanbah and Yandeyarra, are being, or 
have been, redeveloped or refurbished. Taking design cues from consultation with local 
community members these clinics are becoming more welcoming places for local Aboriginal 
communities.” 
 
Surely, with this level of investment for improved services a small proportion of the budget 
can be utilised to provide training for plumbers (and other trades). 
 
It has been suggested that the health contribution from well-designed, installed and 
maintained plumbing systems has saved more lives by protecting against preventable 
disease than vaccination.   
 
Plumbers are trained to design, install and maintain plumbing systems, but given the public 
health risks involved, they also have a responsibility to understand and manage the risks 
associated with the systems they install. 

We note with great interest the aims of Aboriginal Health, as stated on their website:  

Aboriginal Health WA works with metropolitan and country health services to: 

 build the capacity of the WA health system, address gaps in service delivery and 
incorporate Aboriginal people’s needs into all aspects of health system planning and 
program development.  

 embed Aboriginal health across all areas of health – primary, secondary and tertiary.  
 strengthen efforts across Aboriginal health service areas and influence decision 

making processes at the highest level.  
 provide strategic high level advice, planning and policy reform to primary, secondary 

and tertiary health services at both government and non-government levels.  
 foster strong working relationships between the national, state and regional health 

jurisdictions.  
 grow a strong Aboriginal workforce and develop Aboriginal leaders within the health 

system to achieve measurable outcomes in the health of Aboriginal people.  
 bring together current Aboriginal health efforts across WA and set out clear directions 

for the future.  
 establish management, accountability mechanisms and reporting requirements within 

WA Health.  
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 identify what WA Health can do in partnership with Aboriginal community controlled 
health organisations and communities and other areas of government and the non-
government sector, to achieve the State and Australian Government’s commitment to 
improve Aboriginal health.  

 provide consultation and advice on strategic planning in the areas of safety and 
quality in healthcare, public health and hospitals.  

We fully support these aims, and believe they are in keeping with our view that only fully 
qualified tradespeople should conduct plumbing work in both metropolitan and country 
areas. 

Answers to discussion points 

The majority of the discussion points are not relevant to our response. 
 
The exception is the following item: 
 
17. Do you have a different model you prefer that ensures the basic plumbing services 
remain in operation in remote communities. 
 
Yes, see Industry’s proposed solution in this response.  
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Appendix – Comments from MPGA members 

The following are some extracts from numerous emails MPGA has received from members 
in response to the consultation paper. 
 
David Wright, Wright Plumbing 
 

“I am David Wright of Wright Plumbing and primarily work in indigenous communities 
in the Kimberly’s. 
 
These communities need to be maintained to a high standard as the conditions are 
much more demanding especially the drainage and blockage related problems. 
 
If not dealt with correctly these issues can have serious health and hygiene 
problems. 
 
There is also the fact that the people in communities are so transient that if the 
person with the proposed ticket is absent the next person who has not been trained 
will have a go at the plumbing.” 

 
Chris Young, Golden State Plumbing & Gas 
 

“All remote communities need to be maintained in a manner that does not introduce 
disease. This being the main focus then all remote communities need to be serviced 
by a qualified Plumber working under a Licensed Plumber. Sometimes what might 
first seem to be a simple fix up job could be created by a further issue and to know 
this you need to be completely trained as a skilled tradesperson.  
 
We need to be looking at remote communities and remembering that if a disease 
was to break out in one of them it could soon progress.” 

 
Chris Herring, Herring’s Coastal Plumbing and Gas Fitting 
 

“Plumbers save more lives than doctors. Our works ensure the protection of our 
drinking water  supplies and correct disposal of our waste products. Our Plumbers 
and Gasfitters stop people getting sick and needing a doctor in the first place.” 

 
Bill Busby, Immediate Past President, MPGA 
 

“Only skilled qualified operatives should carry out works to these remote 
communities. To do otherwise would be a gross error and could be a recipe for 
disaster.”  

 

 


